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WANDERING FOR THE LOVE OF GOD 

NOVEMBER 18, 1985 JAMES L. ELDER 

It is difficult for twentieth century man to understand the 
medieval yearning to be a pilgrim. If this desire had be,en sin: P1y an 
urge to travel, to see different people and new places, mclu?mg the 
shrines sacred to Christians, we could understand the feelmg well 
enough. The Japanese with their cameras are everywhere; the 
affluent but ugly American can be found in any part of the globe; the 
Germans, English, Italians are all inveterate travelers to the extent 
of each man's resources. Few such travelers fail to inspect the 
cathedrals, churches, shrines and other sacred places which lie along 
their routes. Some of them are impelled by considerably more than 
curiosity. There can be a genuine religious feeling involved. I, 
myself, felt that my trip to the island of lona in 1978 was in the 
nature of a pilgrimage. 

Yet it is safe to say that none of us in the modern world 
can recapture the feelings of the medieval pilgrim. Christian 
pilgrimages in those times were not just an act of piety. It was 
deeply bound up with man's maIn concern -- the salvation of his soul. 
Christian belief was that man was a fallen, sinful creature whose soul 
must be redeemed to have eternal life after death. It ea rly began to 
be felt that full remission of sins could be obtained by traveling to 
the tomb of a martyred saint and meditating there.(l) The reasoning 
was that the passion and triumph of a martyr was a renewal of the 
passion and triumph of Christ. Ultima thule was a pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem but if that was not possible redemption could still be 
obtained at the shrine of an outstanding martyr. Aside from the Holy 
Land, the most popular places of pilgrimage were the tombs of Peter 
and Paul in Rome and that of St. James at Compostela 1n Spain. In 
the British Isles the most popular shrines were St. Andre w'S in 
Scotland, St. David's in Wales, St. Swithin at Winchester, Our Lady of 
Walsingham and that of Thomas a Becket at Canterbury.(2) 

This paper will attempt to explore the motivations that 
impelled men and women to go on a pilgrimage, the attitude of the 
church towards pilgrimage, the dangers and difficulties encountered 
by the pilgrim and the stories of certain selected pllgrirns which, by 
good chance, have been preserved over the centuries. The author 
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devoutly trusts that this material will fascinate his hearers as much 
as it does hi m. 

As stated earlier, the original motivation for a pilgrimage 
was to obtain remission of sins and the resultant eternal life. As 
always happens with the passage of time, these motives become 
diluted. Saints could be expected to intercede, with special efficacy, 
for the cure of man's ills of body as well as soul. Pilgrims began to 
seek out shrines where repor ts of miraculous cures had occurred. 
Since much of Christ's ministry had been devoted to the healing of 
the sick, it was natural for the pilgrim, in disease or illness, to turn 
to a saint for help. The next progression was to seek other favors, 
such as success in some business endeavor, victory in combat or the 
freeing of a relative from prison. 

Although unusual, still there were a number of people who 
visited shrines out of curiosity, that is, they were sightseers or 
tour is ts rather than true pilgrims. At the other end of the spectrum 
were those whose pilgrimages were imposed on them as a penance. 
For example, the usual penalty for striking a cleric was a pilgrimage 
to Rome, since the Pope was the only person able to absolve the 
crime. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, so many students took 
advantage of this opportunity that the penance had to be abolished.(3) 

But what of the man who was too ill to travel to seek the 
saint's intervention? A relative or friend could make the pilgrimage 
for him. As you might imagine, particularly those of you who have 
read the Canterbury Tales, it was not long before men began to make 
a livelihood of going on pilgrimages for others who were unable or 
unwilling to go themselves. These professional pilgrims were called 
Palmers. Why did a man become a Palmer? Well, it was a way to 
earn a living, of course, but the professional frequently attracted the 
man with wanderlust who had no desire to put down ,roots or perhaps 
one who was heavily in debt or wanted to escape famIly burdens. 

Generally the attitude of the established church, as we 
, '1' as it would any other mi ht expect, was to encourage pl gnmage, , 

ex~ression of devoutness. Early on, howev~r, there were raised s?me 
dissenting voices. St. Boniface, in the eighth century" c~mplalOed 
that most women making pUgrimages to Rome lost thelr vlrtue. An 
eighth century Irish poem states: "To go to Rome means great labour 
and little profit; the king you seek can only be foun~ tQ~:eJ M)(hg~ 
bring him within yourself."(4) In The> Jm ; ~_d~" ~ :t: CJ.~,"i-c\, f '\ ~" 
C1 KempiS says, "Those who wander much are but l~tt e lOl O~~\l. 
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None of these strictures had any dampering effect on the medieval 
cult of the pilgrimage. Every true Christian felt in his soul a 
compelling desire to go, even if relatively few could achieve the goal. 

That the path of the pilgrim was a rough one is 
undeniable. The condition of medieval roads was deplorable; rutted, 
mired, stony, degenerating into mere paths in many places, bridges 
washed out, these were traveling conditions in general. If the bridge 
was washed out and our traveler found a ferryman, he would pay 
dearly for his trip across the water. The average pilgrim had never 
been outside his own town or, at least, his hundred or shire, and it 
was not difficult for him to lose his way for he was most dependent 
on directions from the natives of those areas he passed through. He 
traveled in constant fear of being robbed, beaten and wounded. His 
only defense against a possible charge of vagrancy was in the warrant 
which he carried In his scrip or purse. This would have been obtained 
from his local bishop and declared him to be a "good and sui table 
person" and under the protection of Christ's church. The warrant was 
an absolute necessity for the pilgrim. 

It is no wonder that the news that a man had decided to 
make his journey to some shrine as often as not caused his family and 
friends to break "into sobs instead of into song."(5) Yet there were 
temporal as well as spiritual benefits to his arduous journey. He was 
excused from the payment of all taxes; his property was prote cted by 
canon and civil law from civil claims or damages; the service which 
he owed to his feudal lord was suspended; and his wife would be 
excommunicated should she remarry during his absence. If he was a 
guild member, his guild would assist in his f inancing and suspend his 
dues during his absence . 

The weather, for those crossing the A Ips, could be 
frightful. The sea, for those journeying from England to the 
continent or from the continent to the Holy Land, held terror and 
panic during a storm. The plague might have struck the ne xt town. 
In fact, all sorts of diseases could be and were picked up through 
contaminated food and drinking water. 

How did a pllgrim raise the money for his journey? It has 
been estirna ted that a pilgrimage from England to Rome cost about 
three hundred dollars in 1970 currency, which probably translates into 
four hundred dollars or more in 1980 money.(6) This is not much, you 
say? Well, you should realize that it costs more to buy the average 
new car in the United States today than it cost to equip and 
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undertake Christopher Columbus' first voyage to the new world.(7) 
Money was scarce and for the usual pilgrim hard to accumulate. 
Some borrowed from the monks and left their land or other goods as a 
pledge.(8) Many simply begged their way and this was easier than it 
may seem because all Christians were under injunction to assist 
pilgrims. By doing so, they acquired som e of the grace that attached 
to the pilgrim. Religious establishm ents were also under an 
obligation to give food and shelter to those "wandering for the Love 
of God." Then there were the orders of knighthood which were 
created solely to help pilgrims: The Knights of Malta; the Templars; 
the Order of the Holy Spirit in France; the Knights of St. James 
attached to the Shrine at Compostelaj and many others. 

We are fortunate in t hat many of these "wanderers" kept 
diaries or other records of their travels and some of these records 
have been preserved for our t ime. Let us examine four of these 
stories, each of which gives us a different picture of the pilgrim life. 

One of the most fascinating is that of Margery Kempe, 
who lived in the fifteenth century in King's Lynn, which is in 
Norfolkshire, England. In her late forties, Margery left her husband 
and fourteen children to set out as a pilgrim to Jerusalem. Some 
twenty to thirty years later she dictated her memoirs, since Margery 
was illiterate. This manuscript became lost until it was discovered in 
Yorkshire in the 1950's. A fortunate discovery it was because the 
Book of Margery Kempe has the dis tinction of being the first 
autobiography written in the English language.(9) Where her story 
can be checked with reference to outside events, or the names of 
people mentioned, her accuracy is striking. She must have had an 
excellent memory and been an honest woman. Her other 
characteristics we will discuss later . 

Margery started her travels in 1414. Forty-four years 
later in 1458 two galleys sailed from Venice to the Holy Land on thd 
re u1~r sprin~ trip of that year. These ships carried some hu~dr.e 
plgrims mostly English and Italians. Six of the travelers kept dianes 

and, al~ost Il}iraculously, all h~~~n be~ep~~~~~vxeadm~~:~~~~; ~~n~~:~~ 
they made with the galley cap M • 's book Each of these three 
diaries and cont.r~st them ~ith . - argerJ b i~t and curiosity, had 
diarists, in addItion to bemgk~mp~~: jou~n~y. ~ohn Tiptott, Earl ot 
more personal reasons for ma mg . . .. k h 
W ter wished to keep dear of pohtlcal mtngues bac ome. 

orees , . . ulde book Roberto 
William Wey, another Englishman, was wntlOg a g • 
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da Sanseverino, an Italian condottiore, was setting out as an 
undercover diplomat. 

Margery, in her youth, had committed a secret sin, the 
nature of which she never reveals to us, and this preyed on her mind 
for the rest of her life. No amount of penance, good deeds or 
almsgiving relieved her. She reports that, some years before her 
pilgrimage, she went out of her mind for a "half yer VIII wekys and 
odde days."OD) When she recovered, she attributed it to a miracle. 
Never a woman to do things by halves, she redoubled her penances; 
she fasted; she got up at two or three in the morning, hurried to 
church and remained at her prayers all day; she bought a hairshirt. 
Some people began to say she was cursed, particularly as she went 
into the brewery and milling businesses and failed in both. Others 
suggested that she had been especially chosen by Christ to abandon 
worldly callings and follow Him. Margery opted for the second point 
of view and began to have intimations of heaven. She thereupon 
began to discourage her husband, as the euphemism goes, saying that 
her love was now entirely given to God. She would weep, she writes 
in her memoirs, and beg him to leave off but "he would have hys 
wille."(ll) 

Margery began making short pilgrimages to well-known 
shrines. At each she would seek out the local priest, friar, hermit or 
anchorite and tell him her life story, her visions and her prophesies, 
all in an exceedingly lachrymose fashion. Finally, she decided on the 
grand pilgrimage: Compostela, Rome and Jerusalem. For this she 
would have to obtain the permission of a bishop and Margery traveled 
to Lincoln to obtain hers. 

Margery had to get to Yarmouth and, from that port, 
cross the North Sea, and join a regular party of pilgrims, as travel 
otherwise was not safe. When the ship docked at Zeeland, Margery, 
in her own words, burst into her usual abundant tears of contrition. 
This was the first hint her fellow travelers had of what was in store 
for them. As they traveled along across the continent, Margery dally 
exhorted her companions to live more virtuous llves and accompanied 
her exhortations with weepings galore. They reminded her that she 
was in Germany, not in England, and they would not put up with her 
nonsense as her husband had. She replied sententiously, "Our Lord 
Almighty God is as great a lord here as in England and I have as great 
a cause to love him here as in England."(l2) This unanswerable 
comment, of course, infuriated her companions who, that night, t?ld 
her she must leave them and go her own way. The next mornmg 
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rep~nta~ce set in and a reluctant peace was patched up. Mar er 's 
habits dld not change, however, and at Constance the others ~ {he 
party. told h~r that, once and for all, they were through with her 
~eeplng coplO~sly, Margery went into a church and found an old ma~ 
rom Devonshlre who agreed to travel with her. Together these two 

somehow crept through the Alps and made it to th 1 · f 
Ital y. e p ams 0 northern 

. It t?ok Margery about two months to get from Yarmouth 
to V enlCe , but l.t took. her thirteen weeks to get out of Venice because 
she had to walt untll her galley captain felt ready to sail. Let us 
leave h~r f?r the moment, r:naking the rounds of the many churches, 
each with 1ts marvelous relics which would cause her to swoon sob 
wee.p and shriek, and move ahead forty-four years in time t~ th~ 
Vemce of 1458. The first to arrive for that spring voyage was 
Roberto da Sanseverino, the Milanese soldier. At this time the Turks 
were advancing into Europe across Hungary and the Duke of Milan 
knew that he would have to take the lead in opposing the infidel. 
Roberto was his nephew and it was the Duke's idea to send him to 
Palestine, in the guise of a pilgrim, to try to find out all he could 
about the Turkish advance and the most likely direction of the next 
attack.(13) 

Roberto's diary indicates that it rained most of the way 
from Milan to Venice and reflects his grumblings about this and other 
inconveniences until he cheered up considerably by the reception he 
received from the Milanese ambassador at Venice. Thereafter, it 
seemed to be one round of entertainment after another, climaxed on 
the Feast of the Ascension when Roberto was invited to join in the 
famous ceremony of the Wedding of the Sea and to accompany the 
Doge personally in his traditional barge. He received the signal 
honor, at the climax of the ceremony, of being asked to stand at the 
side of the Doge himself. This climax occurs when the Patriarch 
pronounces his blessing and the Doge throws the golden ring into the 
sea. 

William Wey, the Englishman, seems to have arrived in 
Venice about the same time as Roberto, but he moved in entirely 
different circles. Wey was a businessman, not a soldier, and he lived 
by his wits rather than on family wealth. His wits led him in:o t~e 
unusual field of writing and publishing guide b?oks for pilgrim 
travelers. He was a medieval predecessor of our n.1neteenth century 
Baedeker or twenti.eth century Fodor. Wey was hfty-one years o~d 
and a realist, full of directness and good sense. For example, in 
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Venice a mattress, feather bed, pillow, two pairs of sheets and a qui! t 
could be bought for about three ducats. If returned in good condi tion 
at the end of the voyage, half the purchase price would be refunded. 
Accordingly, Wey's guide book advised travelers to "marke his hous 
and his name that ye bought if of."ULi-) William advised the pilgrim 
who could afford it to take on board ship a hen coop of fowls in order 
to have fresh eggs on occasion and he also specified the quantity of 
seed needed to be taken. Further practical advice was given on 
laxatives; and on spices to cover flavors that might be abhorrent; and 
on the pots and pans needed. 

Because of the uncertainties of the trip, tra velers to 
Venice from far distances often left home earlier than nece ssary and 
then, if the trip went smoothly, found themselves spending most of 
their money in Venice before the pilgrimage proper had even started. 
John Tiptoft, Earl of Worcester, did not make this mistake. He 
arrived in Venice when the galleys were on the point of departure. 
Tiptoft was a victim of a political split personality, but through no 
fault of his own. He served Henry VI, the Lancastrian king, well in 
various capacities. However, he was re lated by mar riage to the 
Nevilles and was a cousin to the Duke of York. The year 1458 was no 
year for a fellow to f ind himself in such an ambiguous posi tion, and 
John fe lt it politic to go to Jerusalem until matters at home had 
straightened themselves out. You may deduce that he was a bit of a 
coward, but probably this was more an act of common sense. John 
had bookish and artistic interests; was loyal and fal thful to old 
friends; and was sincerely religious. He also had money and the first 
thing he did on arrival in Venice was to engage the captai n of his 
galley as his personal guide and companion for the tour of t he Holy 
Land.(l5) 

A few words about these galleys may give an indication of 
the conditions under which the pilgrims salled. The ships were 
triremes, not in the classical sense, but with three men pulling on 
each oar when there was no wind. Conditions aboard were c ramped, 
most of the passengers sleeping on the floor in the long cabin, 
shoulder to shoulder and toe to toe. As William Wey warned in his 
guide book, it would be smoldering hot and stinking. The spring 
voyage of these two galleys was not wIthout some ha rrowing 
moments. The first port of call was Ragua, i.e., Dubrovnik, where 
the most important item on the program was to acquire fresh 
provisions. Leaving Dubrovnik, the party ran into a terrible storm 
where, according to one of the diarists, even the captain showed signs 
of fear. The next stop was to be Candia in Crete, but, on arriving at 
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t~e harbor, ~he pilgrims were warned that plague was raging in the 
City. In no tlme a t aU, the ship was out of the harbor and on its way 
to Rhodes. When near Rhodes, a pirate ship from Genoa was sighted. 
When the boats were close t ogether , the Ve netian captain, 
remembering the plague in Candia, shouted to the pirate to stand 
away as there we re seve ral cases of plague on board. The ruse 
worked and the party was able t o get into Rhodes safeLy. After 
Rhodes, the next stop was Cyprus at the port of Limasol. Here an 
epide mic of some sort struck down most of the pilgrims and many of 
the crew. The symptoms were a hi gh fever and a bloody flux. The 
sickne ss la ste d fifteen days or more and certain of the pilgrims died. 
This was a ca tastrophe to the supersititious sailors, who believed a 
death on board ship to be unlucky. From another point of view, it 
was God's blessing, for every pilgrim believed tha t if he should die 
while wandering for the love of God he was certain of salvation.(l6) 

Nothing further of event seems to have happened on thls 
spring vogage, so let us return to Margery Kempe and her voyage 
forty-four yea rs earlier. During Margery's thirteen-week wait in 
Venice, she had a divine revelation that she should change to another 
ship. At first her former companions were overjoyed, but then they 
began to mull over the thought that perhaps she really had been 
warned by God and, in the end, they all decided to transfer to the 
ship divinely chosen by Margery. Apparently they were wise, for 
Margery's relation of her one- month voyage reports no storms, no 
plague, no pirates and no deaths. She does comment on the ,ma~y 
tribula tions she had from her companions ,who could not a~old, In 

their cramped quarters, her daily e xhortatlOns to them to improve 
their ways. 

At last, Jaffa hove into view . Once ashore, the pilgrims 
were required to stay in certain vaults known as St. Peter's Caves. 
Several days had to be spent in the damp and foul-smelling caves 
before the Saracen authoritie s permitted them to obtain donkeys and 
start the thirty-nine-mile journey to Je rusalem. As might be 
expected, Margery, on her fi rst sight of Jerusalem, tell into su~h a 
transport of joy that she had to be supported the rest of the way lOto 
the city. 

Here let us interrupt Margery's story to note !ha~ the 
mere fact of having arrived in J erusalem earned each pilgrim a 
plenary indulgence. The highlight of the stay in Jerusalem was the 
twenty-four-hour vigil in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Among 
the mosaics and decorations in this twelf t h-century building were a 
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number of reliefs characteristic of the French realism of the time. 
For example, a depiction of the raising of Lazarus with the 
spectators holding their noses in the background. The doors were 
locked during the vigil and the presiding Franciscans read the rules: 
no carving or chipping of holy objects, for instance; priests among the 
pilgrims were not to fight around the altars for the privilege of 
saying mass; and no pushing or shoving at the shrines. 

Margery made the rounds of the holy places, singing, 
sobbing, staggering, weeping, holding up her taper, until she reached 
the rock of Calvary where she fell to the ground in convulsions. She 
reports that her crying and roaring was so loud and so wonderful that 
the people were astounded. After the vigil there were a number of 
side trips, including one to Bethlehem where Margery's nonstop 
lectures about her visions caused her companions once more to forbid 
her to eat in their company and, when the time came to make the 
expedition to the River Jordan, they absolutely refused to have her in 
their party. The road to Jordan was precipitous, wild and dangerous, 
but Margery trotted along on her donkey, some distance behind the 
others, and with the others had the indescribable experience of 
bathing in the river. 

Again let us leave the lachrymose daughter of the mayor 
of King's Lynne and transfer our attention to those later pilgrims 
whom we left approaching Jaffa. As the mountains of Palestine 
came clearly into view, with one accord, the pilgrims fell on their 
knees and sang a Te Deum Laudamus. Before they could land, 
however, many things had to be done; the required permits and safe 
conducts had to be obtained from the port officials; a messenger had 
to be sent on to Jerusalem to make arrangements with the Moorish 
governor; and the cooperation of the Franciscan Brothers of Mt. Syon 
had to be obtained, since they supervised all Christian pilgrims as 
long as they stayed in the Holy Land. The nobility put on ragged 
clothes to avoid the extra tolls imposed on those of gentle birth and 
to mislead potential robbers. Sanseverino comforted himself by 
remarking that, however the Saracens might be misled, his quality 
would always remain apparent to his own countrymen. 

The first night ashore had to be spent in those same 
stinking, dark caves where Margery had lodged forty-four years 
earlier. Nearly everyone who wrote an account of his journey to 
Palestine described vividly the horrors of these caves. Before leaving 
for Jerusalem, the Franciscan Brothers outlined the code of behavior, 
warning the pilgrims, for example, not to carve their names or 
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ini tials on t he shrines they were to v isi t . There had even be.en s?me, 
the friar told his congregation, who had been. ~nown to .cl1~ pi~ces 
from the Holy Sepulchre itself. So reporte d WIll.lam WeY.in hIS diary. 
It is intere sting to note that, on a Hy l~af, he . ltst~d an inventory of 
the relics which he brought from Palestme, whIch included a stone of 
the Sepulchre.(l7) 

Once within the Holy Sepulchre, the pilgrims were 
as tonished a t the din and hubbub which fiUed the air. They were 
fur ther surprised to learn that t he Muslims also regarded this as a 
holy place. The sermon there was preached by William Wey himself, 
as he recorded in his Itineraries. John Tiptoft, Earl of Worcester, 
was permitted the signal honor of conferring knighthood (the order of 
the Knights of the Holy Sepulchre) on two of the English party. 
Sanseverino was so impressed by Tiptoft's homily on this occasion 
that he recorded a summary of it in his Viaggio. 

As with Margery's party, Bethlehem and the River Jordan 
were necessities. At this point in hi s guide book, William Wey 
inserted the following doggerel verse: 

At Betany in an old castel 
Ys Lazarys tombe made full wele: 
Also at Betany ys a stone 
Aroun whyche Martha knelyd down, 
And seyd to Cryst, with mylde chere, 
My brother had not dyed and ye had be here.US) 

The pilgrims were all dee ply moved by their visit to the 
cave or grotto where Christ was said to have been borne. In different 
ways all the diarists seem to indicate that this was the crowning 
expe rience of their entire pilgrimage . These men, too, felt it a 
necessity to bath in the Jordan. Some of the party brought belts or 
strips of material to dip in the precious water and some even 
smuggled it away in phials. This had to be done very secretly, for 
sailors believe that Jordan water caused storms when it was carried 
over the sea. 

Of course, the pilgrims in t his party, as well as Margery's 
earlier group, visited a number of other places in the Holy Land, but 
time and space are growing short for t his paper, so we wHl get them 
back home as quickly as possibte. For the Tiptoft, Sanseverino and 

Wey party, the voyage back to Venice , because of contrary winds 
took seven weeks and a day as compared to five weeks on th~ 
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outward trip. John Tiptoft, not anxious to go home, stayed three 
years 1n Italy, studying at the University of Padua, until he was 
peremptorily summoned back to England by Edward IV. Sanseverino 
had himself set ashore at Ancona from where he traveled over land at 
a leisurely pace to Milan. Perhaps the pace was so leisurely because 
the pilgrim in Roberto had taken precedence over his responsibilities 
as a spy and he had nothing of any real importance to report to his 
uncle about Turkish activities. William Wey made his way home by 
way of the Brenner Pass and it took him seven weeks to return from 
Venice to Dover, whereas this journey could be made in as little as 
twenty-five days. His guide book became quite popular, but he only 
lived nine more years to enjoy its financial fruits. 

Finally, there is Margery to dispose of. Her voyage back 
to Venice was uneventful, but not for her to go straight horne. God 
appeared to her in a vision and told her that her pilgrimage was not 
complete without seeing Rome. Once again her traveling party 
ditched her and once again Margery struggled through to her 
destination. After visiting all the churches and shrines in Rome, 
Margery made her way overland to Zeeland. After crossing the 
channel, she returned triumphantly to Lynne where her ecstatic 
scream, which she had acquired at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
in Jerusalem, echoed through the churches of Lynne more and more 
frequently. Once she let off the scream fourteen times in a single 
day. 

This, then, is the story of our four pilgrims, each a 
remarkable person in his or her own way. Remarkable, too, are the 
hardships and the very real risk of life which they were willing to 
undergo in order to "wander for the love of God." Margery must have 
been as obnoxious a woman as it would be possible to travel with, yet 
her body and spiri t were indom1 table. I believe we would all like to 
have known and traveled with John Tiptoft, William Weyand Roberta 
da Sanseverino. Whether we would have willingly braced the terrors 
and hard~hips of their trip, I will leave it to each of you to ask 
yourselves. 
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